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residue they would have been laughed at. In any case their
letter would have been lost in the files of some office, and they
would have had to wait months for a reply, probably unfavour-
able in the end. Out of the traditions and principles of the
French Revolution, which had created the metric system,
founded the Normal School, and encouraged science in many
circumstances, the State seemed to have retained, after more
than a century, only the deplorable words pronounced by
Fouquier-Tinville at the trial in which Lavoisier was con-
demned to the guillotine: "The Republic has no need for
scientists."
But at least could there not be found, in the numerous build-
ings attached to the Sorbonne, some kind of suitable workroom
to lend to the Curie couple? Apparently not. After vain
attempts, Pierre and Marie staggered back to their point of
departure, which is to say to the School of Physics where Pierre
taught, to the little room where Marie had done her first
experiments. The room gave on a courtyard, on the other side
of which was a wooden shack, an abandoned shed, with a
skylight roof in such bad condition that it admitted the rain.
The Faculty of Medicine had formerly used the place as a
dissecting room, but for a long time now it had not even been
considered fit for a mortuary. There was no floor and an
uncertain layer of bitumen covered the earth. It was furnished
with some worn kitchen tables, a blackboard which had landed
there for no known reason, and an old cast-iron stove with a
rusty pipe.
A workman would not willingly have worked in such a place:
Marie and Pierre, nevertheless, resigned themselves to it. The
shed had one advantage: it was so untempting, so miserable,
that nobody thought of refusing them the use of it. Schutzen-
berger, the director of the school, had always been very kind to
Pierre Curie and no doubt regretted that he had nothing better
to offer. However that may be, he offered nothing else; and the
couple, very pleased at not being put out into the street with
their material, thanked him, saying that "this would do" and
that they would "make the best of it."